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THE  CAN'T  DO  EVERYTHING,  WON'T  DO  ANYTHING  SYNDROME 

"There  is  a  lad  here  who  has  five  barley 
loaves  and  two  fish;   but  what  are  they 
among  so  many?"  John  6:9 


Somewhere  along  the  way  I  heard  of  two  men  who 
lived  In  a  houseboat  that  stayed  tied  up  at  a  water- 
front dock.   One  night  while  they  slept  a  storm  came 
up .   The  boat  broke  from  its  moorings  and  drifted  out 
to  sea.   Next  morning  one  of  them  got  up  early  and 
went  out  on  the  deck.   He  could  hardly  believe  what  he 
saw.   Rushing  to  rouse  his  friend  he  cried,  "Wake  up  I 
Wake  up!   We're  not  here  anymore." 

Nobody's  "here"  is  around  anymore.   The  familiar 
has  gone  for  most  of  us .   The  scenery  around  us  these 
days  is  different  -  and,  for  the  most  part,  different 
bad  not  different  good.   We  find  ourselves  whelmed  by 
people  and  problems  that  come  at  us  thicker  and  faster 
than  we  can  handle.   Our  circuits  are  over-loaded.   No 
wonder  a  lot  of  TV  shows  resort  to  tracks  of  canned 
laughter.   The  real  thing  is  hard  to  come  by.  Not  tent 
evangelists,  mind  you,  or  street-corner  preachers,  but 
scholars  and  scientists  are  the  one  these  days  who  are 
telling  us  that  the  world  may  be  on  its  way  to  hell. 


Let  me  risk  making  too  tidy  an  analysis  by  sug- 
gesting that  there  are  three  ways  in  which  we  can  re- 
spond to  history.   We  can  write  it  off .   We  can  seal 
it  off.   Or ,  we  can  bring  it  off.   Begging  your  pardon 
for  their  colloquial  character,  I  ask  you  to  consider 
those  options  in  some  detail. 

Some  simply  write  history  off. 

"This  world  is  not  my  home, 
I'm  just  a-passing  through; 
If  heaven's  not  my  home, 
0  Lord,  what  will  I  do?" 


You  know  how  it  goes.   The  only  purpose  history  serves 
is  to  allow  God  to  save  His  favorites  out  of  it.  Heav- 
en is  near  and  death  is  sure,  so  why  worry  about  world 
hunger,  abortion,  environmental  sanitation,  or  anything 
else  for  that  matter?   Say  your  prayers,  mind  your 
business,  tough  it  out,  it  won't  be  long. 

A  surprising  number  of  religious  types  in  east 
and  west  hold  such  a  point  of  view.   How  embarrassing 
for  Christians  who  think  this  way  that  Jesus  was  ever 
among  us  in  the  flesh  and  that  He  openly  declared  this 
world  to  be  the  object  of  His  love! 

Others  try  to  seal  it  off.   They  know  that  out 
there  large  questions  cry  for  answer.   But  they  feel 
that  they  lack  the  intellectual  or  emotional  where- 
withal to  deal  with  them.   "Don't  bother  me,  I  can't 
cope."   This  is  their  motto.   Send  them  away.   We  do 
not  have  the  resources  with  which  to  make  a  response. 

That  expression,  "send  them  away,"  should  trigger 
in  our  minds  a  remembrance  of  Jesus !  feeding  of  the 
multitude.   That  was  the  disciple's  reaction  as  they 
assessed  the  crowd  that  gathered  around  Jesus  as  meal- 
time drew  near.   Whether  they  used  the  old  math  or  the 
new  math,  it  was  apparent  to  them  that  there  were  more 
people  there  than  they  could  handle.   Three  thousand, 
four  thousand,  five  thousand  --  and  the  count  was 
always  changing.   People  kept  coming  and  going.  Philip, 
who  had  a  lightening  way  of  calculating  and  a  knack 
for  keeping  the  disciples  in  touch  with  reality,  said, 
"Lord,  two  hundred  denarii  (or  two  hundred  dollars) 
worth  of  bread  would  not  be  enough  to  give  each  of  them 
a  little."  (John  6:7)   Andrew  was  a  bit  more  hopeful. 
He  took  inventory  and  said,  "There's  a  lad  here  who 
has  five  barley  loaves  and  two  fish;  but  what  are  they 
among  so  many?"   It_  was  Andrew ' s  conclusion  that  be- 
cause they  couldn't  do  everything,  they  shouldn't  do 
anything.   I  call  this  the  "Can't  Do  Everything,  Won't 
Do  Anything  Syndrome." 

Life  comes  to  a  halt  when  we  begin  to  think  like 
this.   Between  the  little  things  that  we  will  not  do 
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and  the  large  things  that  we  cannot  do  lies  the  danger 
that  we  will  do  nothing!   So,  many  try  to  seal  history 
off.   They  deliberately  put  distance  between  themselves 
and  the  dark  and  brutal  side  of  life,  and  guard  against 
the  intake  of  the  unpleasant.   Where  to,  then?  Well,  to 
escapist  television,  to  escapist  theatre,  to  escapist 
literature,  yes,  and  to  escapist  religion. 

Some  sealing  off  is  necessary  to  our  sanity.  But 
more  about  this  later  on.   My  question  is,  who  would 
wish  to  live  in  a  world  in  which  people  did  not  stir 
themselves  to  care?   Send  them  away.   "We  have  a  lad 
with  five  barley  loaves  and  two  fish;  but  what  are 
these  among  so  many?"   Surely  there  is  a  better  re- 
sponse than  this . 

Some  souls ,  bless  God,  seek  to  bring  it  off  I 
"Bring  what  off?"  you  ask.   The  vision  of  a  world  that 
increasingly  resembles  the  kingdom  of  God.   These  are 
the  salt  of  the  earth  as  Jesus  described  them.   They 
dare  to  know  what's  going  on  and  they  plug  in  where 
they  can.   Obviously,  this  is  the  only  posture  that 
can  be  made  to  square  with  Biblical  religion! 


We'd  all  like  to  help  bring  it  off,  wouldn't  we? 
What  does  it  take?  For  one  thing  it  requires  roots . 
Most  folks  who  are  deeply  discouraged  and  cynical 
about  the  human  story  lack  perspective.  One  reason 
why  fire-fighters  do  not  panic  when  they  see  a  burning 
building  is  because  they've  seen  others  before.   We 
must  beware  of  excessive  topicality.  One  of  our  trou- 
bles today  is  that  we  have  a  tremendous  amount  of  fore- 
ground and  very  little  background.   We  tend  to  be  in- 
formed about  current  events  but  somehow  we  do  not  see 
them  in  a  perspective  that  is  wide  enough.   Excessive 
topicality  can  be  the  ruination  of  a  preacher,  or  a 
church,  indeed,  it  can  be  the  ruination  of  all  who 
would  be  hopeful  of  man's  future. 

I  want  you  to  listen  to  four  sentences  that  came 
from  the  lips  of  one  of  America's  great  preachers: 
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"The  Puritans  in  England  and  America  found  in  the 
Christ  of  the  Catholic  Church  and  in  the  dogmas  in- 
herited from  Rome  scope  for  their  austere  piety  and 
their  longings  for  civil  freedom.   But  their  creed  is 
passing  away  and  none  arises  in  its  room.   I  think  no 
man  can  go  with  his  thoughts  about  him  into  one  of  our 
churches  without  feeling  that  what  hold  the  public  wor- 
ship had  on  men  is  gone  or  going.   It  has  lost  its 
grasp  on  the  affection  of  the  good  and  the  fear  of  the 
bad."  1   Why,  that's  stark  enough  to  have  been 
preached  somewhere  in  New  York  last  week!   It  was 
preached  on  the  15th  of  July  in  1838  by  no  less  a  fig- 
ure than  Ralph  Waldo  Emerson  in  an  address  to  the  stu- 
dents and  faculty  of  the  Harvard  School  of  Divinity. 
We  need  roots  to  understand  where  we  are  in  terms  of 
the  history  that  has  gone  before. 

Every  Friday  evening  just  about,  I  find  myself  in 
an  automobile  long  about  5:30.   In  order  to  get  my  own 
soul  prepared  for  the  coming  weekend,  I  find  it  stimu- 
lating to  tune  in  on  WQXR  and  listen  to  the  weekly 
Sabbath  evening  service  that  comes  from  Temple  Emmanuel 
where  my  good  friend  Ronald  Sobel  is  the  Senior  Rabbi. 
Something  good  happens  inside  me  when  I  hear  God  in- 
voked as  "the  God  of  Abraham,  Isaac  and  Jacob."   We 
get  so  excited  about  the  Pharoahs  of  our  time  that  we 
forget  that  the  future  was  with  Moses  and  his  people. 
God  cannot  love  and  desert!   To  bring  it  off  we  must 
have  roots  -  which  means  perspective! 

For  another  thing,  to  bring  it  off  in  history  re- 
quires institutions .   I  know  that  this  is  a  hard  saying 
in  our  time  because  we  live  in  the  age  of  the  anti- 
institutional.   Most  people  whom  I  know  who  say  they 
cannot  cope  are  loners.   They're  out  there  by  them- 
selves.  They  coordinate  none  of  their  vision  with 
that  of  other  people.   Thus,  they  lack  cameraderie  and 
they  lack  connections. 

When  William  Pitt  was  replaced  as  Britain's  Secre- 
tary of  State  by  an  irate  King  George  III,  he  would 
sit  moodily  in  Parliament.   "I  was  there," he  said,  "un- 
connected and  unconsulted."  2   I  have  many  friends  who 
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feel  that  way  about  themselves.  History  is  happening 
at  a  rapid  rate  and  there  they  sit  —  unconnected  and 
unconsulted! 

I  think  it's  time  somebody  said  a  good  word  for 
organized  religion.   I  don't  particularly  like  either 
of  the  words  in  that  term,  but  I  do  feel  an  allegiance 
to  what  is  represented  by  organized  religion.   When 
someone  says  to  me,  "I  don't  go  for  organized  religion ," 
I'm  tempted  to  ask,  "Well,  do  you  prefer  disorganized 
religion?   Or  unorganized  religion?"  Can  it  be  serious- 
ly believed  that  the  disordered  serve  God  better  than 
the  ordered,  the  impromptu  better  than  the  planned, 
the  scattered  better  than  the  focused? 

President  Ford  said  something  in  his  mild  speech 
on  inflation  that  made  my  ears  perk  up.   He  said,  "We 
need  more  capital.   We  cannot  eat  up  our  seed  corn." 
As  a  city  boy  I  feel  a  little  shaky  trying  to  inter- 
pret this  for  you.   But  I  think  I  know  what  our  Presi- 
dent means .   Seed  corn  is  what  the  farmer  keeps  for 
planting  in  order  that  there  might  be  some  more  corn 
next  year.   Translate  that  out  of  the  field  of  capital 
and  finance  and  ask  yourself:   Who  is  responsible  for 
safe-guarding  the  moral  and  spiritual  seed  corn  in  our 
society?   We  can't  allow  it  to  be  eaten  up! 

This  is  where  the  institutions  come  in.   Among 
other  things  they  are  responsible  for  seeing  that  the 
seed  corn  is  retained.   I'm  aware  of  the  dangers 
inherent  in  bureaucracy.   But  I  can't  help  asking  my- 
self and  you  today,  Where  would  the  future  of  our  semi- 
naries, our  universitites  ,  our  hospitals,  our  homes 
for  the  elderly,  our  missionary  out-reach  be  if  all  who 
claim  to  love  God  were  content  to  strum  guitars  in 
sandled  feet  under  the  arch  in  Washington  Square?   We 
need  institutions .   There  is  no  human  continuity  except 
through  institutions. 

We  also  need  a_  stragegy  if  we  are  to  bring  it  off 
in  history.   I  mentioned  earlier  that  a  certain  "seal- 
ing off"  is  necessary.   I'm  grateful  to  Ernest  Becker 
for  his  helpful  book,  The  Denial  of  Death.   In  that 
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work  the  author  makes  the  point  that  the  only  way  for 
us  to  maintain  a  semblance  of  sanity  is  to  "partialize" 
our  experience  of  life.   That  is,  we  must  be  willing 
not  to  take  on  every  cause  or  take  in  every  need.   It 
seems  to  me  that  we  must  learn  to  partialize  histori- 
cally.  A  lot  of  things  were  out  of  shape  on  this 
earth  before  we  got  into  it.   The  game  was  already 
"on  the  table"  when  we  arrived.  The  balls  were  long 
since  racked  and  broken. 

In  law  we  have  what  is  called  a  "statute  of  limi- 
tations."  You  can't  continue  to  bring  up  a  grievance 
year  after  year  after  year.   A  cut-off  point  has  been 
decreed.   You  and  I  came  into  a  world  in  which  the 
Turks  and  the  Armenians  hated  each  other,  in  many 
places  the  blacks  and  the  whites ,  the  English  and  the 
French,  the  Swedes  and  the  Finns,  the  Japanese  and  the 
Chinese,  the  Indians  and  the  Americans,  the  Cuban  right 
and  the  Cuban  left.  If  I  do  not  partialize  my  response 
to  some  of  this  I  will  not  be  sane. 

I  must  also  partialize  horizontally.   I  cannot 
take  in  even  the  cares  and  inequities  that  are  gener- 
ated in  the  present.   This  means  that  I  must  in  some 
way  come  to  terms  with  what  I  can  do.  Partialization. 
One  of  the  masters  of  partialization  in  our  time  was 
Pope  John  XXIII,  a  man  whom  I  continue  to  enjoy  and 
respect.   Robert  Schuman  who  became  the  French  Premier 
said  of  Pope  John  back  in  1947,  "He  is  the  only  man  in 
Paris  in  whose  company  one  feels  the  physical  sensation 
of  peace."   Pope  John  had  a  favorite  maxim,  "To  see 
everything,  to  turn  a  blind  eye  to  much  of  it,  to 
correct  a  little."  3 

Here  in  this  church  we  attempt  to  partialize  to- 
gether.  Objectives  are  suggested  to  us  by  hundreds 
and  hundreds  of  members.   These  objectives  are  looked 
at.   Some  prove  too  subjective.   Some  too  idealistic. 
Some  are  too  far  away  and  some,  thank  God,  are  manage- 
able and  possible.   To  these  we  commit  ourselves.   As 
Sister  Carita  said  so  wisely,  "Accept  an  assignment, 
then  you  won't  feel  responsible  for  everything." 
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Send  them  away !  Jesus  said ,  "No ,  give  ye  them  to 
eat,"  (Mat.  14:16)  And  so  we  take  our  loaves  and  fish- 
es, such  as  they  are,  and  leave  the  rest  to  God! 


I  make  the  presumption  that  all  who  are  within 
reach  of  this  message  want  to  bring  it  off.   We  are 
not  prepared,  I  hope,  theologically  to  write  history 
off,  nor  are  we  willing  to  attempt  to  seal  it  off.  We 
would  like  to  bring  it  off.   We  would  like  to  say  "yes" 
to  life  at  a  time  when  so  many  of  our  countrymen  are 
frozen  in  fear  or  apathy.   The  Riverside  Church  offers 
you  a  way  to  help  bring  it  off.   We  can  connect  you 
with  your  roots .   We  can  provide  you  with  an  institu- 
tion.  You  can  join  us  in  helping  to  devise  a  strategy. 

This  is  a  critical  Sunday  in  the  life  of  our 
church.   We  launch  our  1975  Every  Member  Canvass.  Our 
goal  is  $410,1+00.   This  goal  is  a  manageable  goal,  and 
will  only  permit  us  to  hold  our  own  against  inflation . 
I  believe  we  can  do  this  and  I  sense  a  will  among  us 
that  this  shall  be  done. 

For  one  reason  or  another,  40%  of  our  members 
made  no  pledge  last  year.   Some  of  us  doubtless  give 
without  pledging.   And  some  of  us  come  from  churches 
that  have  a  history  of  not  pledging.   Pledging  is  not 
a  gimmick  designed  by  the  ministers  and  the  Steward- 
ship Committee.   Pledging  is  the  only  way  that  an  in- 
stitution of  this  size  can  anticipate  its  income  and 
do  its  business  decently  and  in  order.   From  my  heart 
I  appeal  to  those  of  you  who  are  in  that  40%  to  move 
out,  so  that  this  year  100%  of  us  will  make  a  pledged 
gift  to  The  Riverside  Church. 

I've  been  advised  that  if  all  of  us  who  gave  last 
year  would  give  again  plus  8%  to  account  for  inflation , 
we  could  easily  reach  our  goal.   I'm  aware  that  some  of 
us  cannot  go  up.   Indeed,  some  of  us  must  come  down. 
Some  of  us  will  not  be  able  to  give  at  all.   Harry 
Emerson  Fosdick  in  the  very  dark  of  the  depression 
said  to  the  impoverished  members  of  Riverside  Church, 
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"If  you  can't  give  anything,  come  on  Sunday  anyway  and 
put  your  empty  envelopes  in  the  plate.   This  will  tell 
us  that  you're  with  us  and  that  you'll  give  when  you 
can!" 

I  suggest  that  we  learn  to  give  "off  the  top"  of 
our  income  -  before  we  cut  into  that  income  for  any- 
thing else.   Moreover,  I  believe  that  it  is  Biblical 
that  we  should  give  in  proportion  to  our  income.   If 
we  give  off  the  top,  and  proportionately,  our  far- 
ranging  programs  will  be  continued  on  into  the  year 
ahead. 

We  can' t  do  everything,  but  we  can  do  something. 
Let ' s  do  our  something  together  and  see  what  happens ! 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


If  it  please  Thee3    God3 

save  us  from  such  contemplation 
of  the  eternal  as  would  make  us 
lose  our  usefulness  in  time; 
and  from  such  plungings  into  time 
as  would  cause  our  souls  to  miss 
eternal  peace. 

Hold  our  feet  to  the  way 

and  keep  us  faithful  to  our  trust. 
Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 


FOOTNOTES; 

1.  Emerson ,  Ralph  Waldo ,  Divinity  School  Address, 
The  Best  of  Ralph  Waldo  Emerson,  p.  41, 
Walter  J,  Black  Publisher,  New  York,  1941 

2.  Mentioned  in  Winston  Churchill's  The  Age  of 
Revolution 

3.  Barclay,  William,  "Men  and  Affairs," 
EXPOSITORY  TIMES,  p.  352,  Vol.  LXXXV ,  No.  11, 
August,  1974 


9  - 


A  subscription  to  the  annual  sermon  series, 
SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,  approximately  40  in 
number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check  for 
$7.00  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church: 

The  Publications  Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 
New  York,  N.Y.  10027 


74/29 


